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Student Exchange Visitor Program Student Fee  
 

Background 
 
• Section 641 of the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996 

(IIRIRA) authorized a fee, initially not to exceed $100, to be collected from students and 
exchange visitors in order to support the Student and Exchange Visitor Information 
System (SEVIS) program.     

 
• Section 641 of IIRIRA also designated schools and exchange visitor programs as fee 

collectors, but amendatory language in section 404 of Pub.L. 106-396 removed the 
schools and exchange programs from the fee collection process.  Pub.L. 106-396 now 
requires evidence of fee payment (paper receipt) prior to issuance of a visa abroad, 
change of status in the U.S. or before admission at a port-of-entry for those exempt a visa 
for entry. 

 
• On December 21, 1999, DHS published a proposed rule in the Federal Register at 64 FR 

71323, proposing to implement the fee collection process pursuant to section 641(e) of 
IIRIRA.  Specifically, the proposed rule sought to establish a $95 fee that schools and 
exchange visitor programs would collect and remit on behalf of qualifying F-1, J-1, and 
M-1 nonimmigrants. DHS received 4,617 comments regarding the collection of the 
required fee.       

 
• The USA PATRIOT Act expanded the class of nonimmigrants subject to the fee.  Section 

416 of the USA PATRIOT Act provided that the SEVIS program and the applicable fee 
cover all F and M students attending an approved educational institution, not merely 
those attending an institution of higher education.  The USA PATRIOT Act also provided 
$36.8 million Counter-Terrorism funds for SEVIS. 

 
• DHS finalized an interim rule for collection of the fee in December of 2001, but removed 

the rule from consideration before OMB in February of 2002 in order to allow schools 
and programs sufficient time to focus on the implementation of SEVIS. 

 
• The fee rule has gone through several permutations with changes due to new laws 

introducing new requirements, internal decisions regarding liaison and compliance 
personnel, new fee studies, and the receipt of $36.8 million Counter-Terrorism 
appropriated funding. 

 
Fee Payment/Amount: 

      



Talking Points 
Subject:   Student and Exchange Visitor Program Fee 
 

• The current proposed fee rule sets the fee amount at $100 to fund school liaison 
personnel and compliance personnel, in addition to covering the cost of system 
maintenance and the HQ SEVIS program office considered in the 2002 fee study ($54).  
This proposed rule will be issued in late October 2003 with a 60-day comment period. 

 
• The fee payment is a non-refundable program-processing fee.  Similar to other fees 

charged by DHS and the Department of State (DOS), the fee payment is for processing, 
not for any service or benefit.  DOS does not refund fees for U.S. passports and visas if 
the application is denied.  Additionally, as mandated by Congress in section 641 of 
IIRIRA this fee must not only support the maintenance of the student/exchange visitor 
system, but must also be used to support the design and development of the entire SEVP 
system.  In cases where DOS denies the visa, SEVIS has already been accessed and 
maintains the information in the database. 

 
• It is noted that the average application fee charged by colleges and universities is $50 per 

school and the average tuition is $15,000 per year.  These institutions usually also require 
that prospective applicants take standardized tests, such as TOEFL and SAT, which cost 
approximately $22.50 to $160 per test.  Additionally, 81% of international undergraduate 
students and 48% of international graduate students receive funds from personal sources 
or their home government.  The SEVIS fee, although an extra fee imposed on these 
students and exchange visitors, does not seem unreasonable or excessive when viewed in 
relation with the other fees that are charged. 

 
Fee payment process 
 

• Prior to paying the fee, the student or exchange visitor must first receive the SEVIS Form 
I-20 or SEVIS Form DS-2019, respectively.  These forms are issued by certified SEVIS 
Program schools and exchange visitor programs.  With these forms the applicants have 
all the pertinent information to complete the Form I-901, Fee Remittance Form for 
Certain F, M, and J Nonimmigrants and to pay the fee. 

 
• The fee may be paid over the Internet using a credit card, or by mail to a lockbox using a 

check or money order.  Checks and money orders must be in U.S. dollars and drawn on a 
U.S. bank.   

 
• Within three days of the fee payment being processed, a paper I-797 receipt is mailed to 

the applicant.  To expedite the process, the student or exchange visitor also has the option 
to use a courier to deliver the I-797 receipt. The courier option is available at an 
additional cost of $30 and is a flat rate so that the cost of the delivery does not depend on 
the country where the applicant is located. 

 
• Applicants using the Internet and paying by credit card will be able to use the receipt 

generated from such processes as evidence of fee payment.  These receipts will be 
available immediately upon processing. 
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Subject:   Student and Exchange Visitor Program Fee 
 

• Fee payment information will also be electronically provided to SEVIS and the 
Department of State.   

 
Issues with fee payment alternatives  
 

• In the past, the Service approached DOS to request that consulates collect the fee at the 
time of visa application.  Such an arrangement would negate the problem of the applicant 
waiting to receive the fee payment receipt abroad. However, DOS was initially unwilling 
to take on the extra burden of fee collection abroad.  DHS will continue to pursue this 
payment option with DOS.    

 
• DHS has continued to work in partnership with DOS to prepare to implement the fee 

payment process and to minimize any additional workload imposed on the consulates and 
to prevent unnecessary delays to the prospective students and exchange visitors.  As a 
result of this partnership with DOS, consulates have agreed to accept Internet receipts as 
evidence of payment.   

 
• Some applicants may not have access to the Internet, credit cards, or conversion of funds 

into US dollars.  To facilitate fee payment in instances where students or exchange 
visitors may not have access to the Internet or credit cards, there are no restrictions on 
third party payment.  Schools and exchange programs, as well as family members or 
friends, on behalf of the applicant are able to complete the form and payment on-line or 
mail the form and payment from within the United States.  

 
• DHS had looked into the possibility of allowing money to be drawn on foreign banks but 

found that in addition to issues with the exchange rate fluctuation, the reconciliation 
process is not only slow, but also expensive as there is not a guarantee on funds from 
foreign banks as there is with banks governed by the U.S. Federal Reserve.  This 
additional cost would have been passed on to DHS and would therefore result in higher 
fees.  Given these problems, this is not a payment option.   

 
• DHS is also pursuing the possibility of allowing bulk fee payments.  Initially this is most 

likely to be a small pilot program with large exchange visitors programs who are most 
likely to pay fees for many applicants.  If this proves feasible, particularly in terms of 
cost, such functionality might be expanded to simplify and expedite the payment process 
for approved schools, sponsors, and applicants. 
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